Working from Afar: A New Trend for Librarianship?
"A lot of us work from home on occasion, and whenever I talk to my colleagues about it, without exception, we feel that a few hours spent working away from the office are more productive than if we had spent them chained to our desks."-Andrew Pace 1 "I couldn't stand the thought of being at home all day while everyone else was working at the library….A world of telecommuters sounds like a terribly lonely place. After I returned in July 2007, several colleagues, including the Director, commented that they were amazed at how responsive I was while working at a distance. Reference librarians were pleased that I was able to resolve database and electronic journal access problems efficiently from 2000 miles away. My supervisors felt that the experiment had worked. I had endeavored to make my colleagues feel that I was just as available to them as if I had been sitting in my cubicle. And, in fact, I was. For the most part, when I am not telecommuting, I could, theoretically, sit through an entire day and not have any face-to-face interaction if I didn't seek it out-not that I would actually want to do that. Typical questions and requests occur via email, even between myself and people twenty feet away. The difference when telecommuting was that all interactions had to occur this way and follow-ups involved an email response or a quick call rather than standing up and walking a few feet. So, I got to be a real pro with technologies like Skype (an internet videoconferencing service) and Adium (a chat client aggregator for Macs); I had an enormous cellphone bill every month-including lots of text messaging. Naturally, email use went through the roof.
However, I faced numerous day-to-day challenges as well as questions about the longterm viability of telecommuting. Perhaps the greatest personal challenge of working from home is defining a clear boundary between when you are "at work" and "at home"-particularly when dealing with a two-hour time change. This "blurring" of roles occasionally (not surprisingly to skeptics) could result in distractions while I was "on" but also made it difficult for me to relax and shut-down my computer when I was "off." 7 As recommended for telecommuters, I
established a daily schedule and lined-up childcare so that I could "go to work" from 10:00-4:00.
But, this didn't mean that at 4:00 Eastern Time people in Mountain Time stopped having pressing needs…or that I didn't take calls from students at 10:00 at night or while at the National Zoo on the weekend.
A second surprise was how much I came to really appreciate our systems administrators.
There is absolutely nothing like trying to maintain all of your own technology to make you Finally, and perhaps most significantly, I came to the conclusion that long-term, day-today telecommuting probably is not in the best interest of most library employees and organizations. I think that six months is probably at the outside envelope of what might be advisable. While I continued to get my work done, probably with more efficiency than ever before, I found that I was missing out on the daily ebb and flow of organizational conversation.
While I was in constant phone and electronic contact with my co-workers, I was absent from the casual conversation that happens around the proverbial watercooler-the serendipitous interaction that leads to more cohesive organizational vision and action. This is not to say that I feel as though I missed too much, but rather that I began to feel more like an individual actor as opposed to a member of an ensemble. That said, I did find that my productivity was often much higher when working outside of the office and, if given my druthers, I think a day or two a week telecommuting would work great for me.
In the end, I think that this experiment in telecommuting was a success both personally and professionally. My husband and I were able to keep our family together, experience a vibrant city, and continue to further our own professional goals. Moreover, I demonstrated that telecommuting, either full-time for a limited duration-or for a few days a week on an ongoing basis-is a viable option to consider, one that will provide personal benefit to employees and an increase in productivity for their employers.
